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Abstract
Purpose – This paper aims to present an interpretation of freehand drawings produced by a sample of ﬁnal
year degree level learners in response to the question: “What is civic engagement”? The aim in using this
approach, with ﬁnal year degree learners from different countries, but pursuing the same degree, was to
compare and contrast their understanding of civic engagement.
Design/methodology/approach – Learners completed their drawings and then discussed their
drawings in small groups. All of their drawings were initially examined quantitatively before a sample of six
drawings were selected for in-depth qualitative examination.
Findings – Using learner-generated drawings enables learners convey visually what can be challenging to
verbalise. After the exercise, some learners discovered that they had a good basic appreciation of civic
engagement.
Research limitations/implications – Describing civic engagement pictorially forced participants to
think about what the essence of civic engagement was for them.
Originality/value – This study shows how a collaborative learning experience, rather than a competitive
comparison of performance, facilitates learners readily demonstrating their level of understanding and
appreciation for civic engagement.
Keywords Interpretation, Civic engagement, Critical pedagogy, Drawing, Freehand,
Learner-centred
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Here, we examine and compare what Irish and Egyptian learners consider civic engagement
to mean through freehand drawings. As there is no agreed deﬁnition of civic engagement we
take it to mean “ways in which citizens participate in the life of a community to improve
conditions for others or to help shape the community’s future” (Adler and Goggin, 2005,
p. 236). The participants are comparable as they are ﬁnal year learners pursuing the same
degree (business and management), awarded by an Irish university.
Freehand drawing, as a visual elicitation technique, permits learners to grasp that there
are potentially multiple ways to understand, analyse and challenge any issue (Feeney,
Hogan and Donnelly, 2015). Consequently, the drawing exercise serves as a useful aid to
facilitate learners’ conceptualisation of their understanding of the topic and permits us to
examine their output. In addition, the drawing exercise and the subsequent discussion of
themes and meanings, are helpful in raising learners’ awareness of civic engagement.
Using learner-generated drawings provides insights into their perceptions (Donnelly and
Hogan, 2013). This approach is not hindered by a lack of verbal reasoning, vocabulary,
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language or inhibitions regarding differences of opinion or national identities (Meyer, 1991).
The intention in using this approach was to initiate a learner-centred situation that enabled
them to use a more active, self-managed and critically reﬂexive stance (Rose, 2008), the
outputs of which could be discussed, compared and contrasted.
Participant selection
Comparative analysis has a long history in the social sciences (Mahoney and Rueschemeyer,
2003). By conducting a comparative study, we are seeking to add to the extant literature on
freehand drawing as a teaching method that can stimulate a critical stance (Donnelly and
Hogan, 2013) and to that on civic engagement, which largely consists of single country
examinations (Feeney and Hogan, 2019; Flanagan and Levine, 2010).
Learners were attending universities in Ireland and in Egypt. The Irish university has a
student body of almost 30,000 and can trace its origins to the 19th century, whereas the
Egyptian university was established in 2006 and has 10,000 students. Ireland and Egypt are
very different countries; Ireland has long been a free society, whereas Egypt is not; with
Freedom House in 2017 scoring Ireland 96 and Egypt 26 out of 100 points [1]. Despite these
differences, the participants were pursuing the same degree in business and management,
both being accredited and awarded by the Irish university.
Civic engagement in Irish and Egyptian higher education
Civic engagement and active citizenship emerged as important issues in the European Union
in the past two decades (Moro, 2012). The catalysts for this change was a series of policy
initiatives to create a single European Higher Education Area (Feeney, 2014; Feeney and
Horan, 2015); an European Research Area (Commission of the European Communities,
2000); and an European Area of Lifelong Learning (Prague Communiqué, 2001). This has
been reinforced by higher education institutions (HEIs) recognising that their role goes
beyond the creation of the next generation of workers and includes a wider responsibility for
cultural, social and civic development (European University Association (EUA), 2002;
Biesta, 2009).
In Ireland, in 2007, a “Taskforce on Active Citizenship” was established with the goal of
“advising the government on the steps that [could] be taken to ensure that the wealth of civic
spirit and active participation already present in Ireland continue[d] to grow and develop”
(Taskforce on Active Citizenship, 2007). An Active Citizenship Ofﬁce, under the aegis of the
Department of the Taoiseach, was established in 2007 (McIvor, 2016). However, this
initiative stalled in 2008 as Ireland fell into an economic crisis (Feeney et al., 2015, p. 314).
Nonetheless, HEIs continued to expand their provision of community-based modules, to
increase their links with social and cultural non-governmental organisations, as well as
state-funded initiatives in the voluntary and community sector (Quillinan et al., 2018).
In Egypt, prior to the Arab Spring, political rights and civil liberties were deﬁned and
controlled by the state’s apparatus, limiting the participation of citizens (Dorio, 2017). The
civic engagement occurred outside the formal channels sanctioned by the state, with youth
participation ranging from schools and family to the public arena (Alhamad, 2008). Various
Egyptian Governments have seen education as a means of fostering the skills to become
active citizens and participate in building society (Aly, 2017). In 2009, only 5% of the
Egyptian population reported volunteering, however, more sought to volunteer in mosques
and churches, suggesting a growing inﬂuence of religion on volunteer practices (HaskiLeventhal et al., 2016).
Following the 2011 revolution, the Ministry of Education devoted more attention to the
content of citizenship education in schools and universities (Aly, 2017). The ﬁrst Egyptian

national workshop to launch a community of practice around university-community
engagement in 2013 (Garcia et al., 2017).
Guided group discussion
This study was conducted using a guided group discussion. This is because such an
approach advances reﬂection, position-taking and critical collective sense-making. Guided
discussions involve a group of people, coming together to discuss a speciﬁc issue (Schultz
et al., 2011). A guided group discussion is a group conversation with a purpose.
The role of the lecturer is to facilitate the discussion to ensure that desirable attitudes and
behaviours are encouraged. The lecturer seeks to strategically engage with and instruct the
learners in, classroom conversation while deepening their understanding of the content
considered (Walsh and Sattes, 2015). This sees a redeﬁning of the roles and responsibilities
of faculty and learners, requiring that faculty invert their self-understanding as educators
(Barnett, 1997, p. 112), moving from “sage on the stage” to essentially “guide on the side”.
For learners, it means assuming responsibility for their learning.
Affording students the space to develop a critical disposition provides them with the
opportunity to consider where civic engagement comes from, how it is structured and what
social functions it serves (Reynolds, 1999). If the learners are to become adept at questioning
assumptions, then they need to be exposed to critical expositions on topics. With faculty and
learners, in the guided discussion context, recognising the contestability of all knowledge
claims, a learning space can be created.
This is an environment that encourages learners to engage in a critical commentary
(Dehler, Welsh and Lewis, 2004), which can produce a more open and creative intellectual
environment (Allison et al., 2012). The resultant dialogue, breaking the traditional classroom
silence, permits the development of critical consciousness among learners (Freire, 1974).
Raab’s (1997) “expert in not knowing” sees the role of faculty move from imparting
knowledge to encouraging learners to rely on their own knowledge and experience as they
endeavour to acquire more of each, thereby creating space to engage in critical selfreﬂection.
Students move from conveying an understanding of extant theories to theorising their
own experience within the context of the broad array of understandings to which they are
exposed. This constitutes critical collective sensemaking as members confront a topic that is
somewhat confusing (Gloria and Thomas, 1996) and seeks to make order and retrospective
sense of it (Weick, 1993). Thus, sensemaking is a process of collective social construction
(Maitlis, 2005).
The utility of visual representation
The visual has assumed a culturally central position in the modern world (Slutskaya et al.,
2012). Consequently, visual representation occupies a “central role in promoting and
facilitating the formation, reﬂection and inﬂection of what we “take for granted” about the
world” (Slutskaya, Simpson and Hughes, 2012, p. 17). However, despite its ubiquity, the
visual is still largely missing from the university classroom.
Using visual techniques encourages a more vibrant exploration of a phenomenon and
also challenges conventional wisdom (Parker, 2009). It functions as “a catalyst, helping them
[learners] to articulate feelings that had been implicit and were hard to deﬁne” (Zuboff, 1988,
p. 141), raises participants’ voices through allowing them to set the agenda and own the
discussion (Warren, 2005) and creates a “third space” in the room (Parker, 2009).
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Visual methods can help learners access information and sometimes even previously
unrecognized insights and embodied and tacit knowledge of their relational and situated
experiences (Butler–Kisber and Poldma, 2010). Drawings encourage active participation in
the learning process and the integration of visual with verbal data provides a useful form of
data triangulation (Flick, 2018). Where a professor would prefer not to impose a cognitive
framework on learners the use of visual instruments seems ideal (Meyer, 1991, p. 232).
Using drawings as critical pedagogy
Arts-based learning presents a more holistic way of understanding the world than “the
traditional tools of logic and rationality” (Page and Gaggiotti, 2012, p. 74) or what Heron and
Reason (1997) refer to as “propositional knowledge”.
Drawing has been of interest to psychologists for over a century. Most studies on the use
of drawings focus on understanding the behavioural patterns of children and as a way of
providing for observations and questions (Thomas and Jolley, 1984; Brooks, 2004). In recent
years, drawings are being used as a method of data collection (Brooks, 2004; Merriman and
Guerin, 2006; Gernhardt et al., 2015); and a pedagogic tool (Donnelly and Hogan, 2013). Page
and Gaggiotti (2012, p. 74) proffer that visual representation “offers a relatively new medium
for critical inquiry that accesses modalities of knowing that are sensory, aesthetic, affective,
embodied and that cannot be reduced to the propositional”.
Therefore, the visual, hand drawing, can constitute part of critical pedagogy and in the
process generate critical thinking. Critical pedagogy is context-speciﬁc and descriptive, it
critically analyses the world in which we live (Monchinski, 2008, p. 2). For Giroux (1997),
critical pedagogy is purposely transformational, as it adopts the position that teaching and
learning are dedicated to broadening the possibilities for learners. We wish to offer learners,
through freehand drawing, an educational experience that challenges them to develop their
own critical stances and to subsequently express their views in group discussions (Barnett,
1997).
Creating the drawings
The drawings were collected from ﬁnal year learners in Ireland and Egypt. Their course was
selected to examine the understanding of civic engagement amongst learners pursuing the
same degree programme but in different countries. While previous research using visual
techniques examined the creative products of young children in a country or across
countries, we engage with two distinct groups of adult learners from different countries,
bound by the same university education.
The Irish class had 60 learners, while there were 50 in Egypt, giving 110 participants.
Where the Irish class had a slight majority of women, the Egyptian class was
overwhelmingly male, giving a gender breakdown of 45 women to 65 men. The vast
majority of Irish participants were between 21 and 24 years old, while all of the Egyptian
learners were between 21 and 25 years old.
A guest lecture was dedicated to the topic of “civic engagement” in November 2017 in
Egypt and in January 2018 in Dublin. At the commencement of each “civic engagement”
lecture, we provided learners with an A4 sheet of paper, with instructions on one side
stating: “Through a drawing answer the following question: What is civic engagement”?
The other side said: “Now, in your own words, describe/explain what you have drawn”.
We gave them 10 min to create their drawings. We then asked them to turn the sheet over
and address the instruction on the reverse for 10 min. Following this, the learners returned
their drawings and these formed the central element of the class discussion on civic
engagement. As Wittmann (2010) tells us, drawing has the advantage of ﬁxing material; not

only can that which is graphically preserved be referred to further but also be expanded
upon, altered or reinterpreted by its creator and the observer.
Each drawing was projected on a screen and the class discussed their collective
interpretation of what its creator was saying. We used a ﬂipchart to capture their insights,
prompting them to elaborate on assumptions. We spent about 1 min per drawing to keep the
room energized and afﬁxed the ﬂipchart sheets to the classroom walls after discussing each
drawing. The class concluded with a session opening the ﬂoor to reﬂection/discussion,
asking what the exercise told us about perspectives and assumptions relating to civic
engagement. As interpretive researchers, we ensured that the learners were positioned as
“co-constructors of knowledge, identity and culture” (Janzen, 2008, p. 291).
At the end of each class, we discussed the possibility of using the drawings and outputs
of the discussion for an academic paper. Participants were asked to indicate if they were
happy for their drawings and a summary of the discussion to be used. All learners agreed,
on the basis of anonymity. The study adheres to the ethical guidelines for both universities.
Analysing the drawings
There have been many qualitative and some quantitative approaches used to analyse
learner-generated drawings. Wilson and Wilson’s (1987) approach to analysing graphic
narratives, in drawings of 8- to 12-year old children in Japan and Egypt, was based upon
pictorial composition, narrative structure and thematic content, comprising 37
classiﬁcations. The Clark’s drawing abilities test was used by Chen (1995) with children 7 to
12 years old in the USA and Taiwan. Hawkins (2002) studied a small group of three-yearolds drawing in sketchbooks over a number of weeks to examine their self-expression,
identity and imagination. The criteria set out by Hall (2008), in a study of spontaneous
drawings by a small number of ﬁve and six-year-olds in the UK, revolved around the themes
of self and identity; storytelling; pattern and decoration and special interests. Gernhardt
et al.’s (2015) used statistical analysis to examine the cultural perspectives of three- to sixyear-olds as expressed in drawings across a range of countries.
What interested us in Hall’s (2008) work was its focus on how young children
communicate through drawing. This built on the earlier work of Hawkins (2002). Self and
identity refer to drawings being seen as an expression of an individual’s perception of their
self-image (Hall, 2008; Hawkins, 2002; Malchiodi, 1998). Storytelling refers to drawings
where there is a narrative element. These drawings can depict stories from the external
environment (Gardner, 1980; Hall, 2008). Pattern and decoration refer to a tendency by some
children to give additional detail, shape and order to their drawings (Hall, 2008; Burkitt,
2008). Special interests refer to a drawing that includes details incorporated by a subject
expert (Hall, 2008).
As this study uses non-commissioned drawing it is interpretive in nature (Hall, 2015).
Here thick description (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998, p. 10) is achieved though using multiple
data sources, including quantitatively recording the contents of all images, the active
gathering of the individual learners’ perspectives, the collective group interpretation of each
of the images and our own interpretations of the images. Thus, we ended with short
paragraphs on each drawing, along with what was captured on the ﬂipchart sheets. The
learners’ provision of their own written explanations of their drawings allowed us to
compare/contrast, and reﬂect upon, the individual and collective interpretations in each
group. After the drawings were collected, they were initially analysed for their contents,
which were recorded quantitatively in Table 1 below. Each of the images was then
examined qualitatively, a sample of which are presented.
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Table 1.
Themes contained
within the images
and accompanying
explanations
(n = 110)

Theme*
Campaigning
Charity
Making a difference
Community involvement
Providing employment
Voluntary work
Helping others
Role in society
Working together/co- operation
Communication
Discourse
Voting
CSR
Social responsibility

Dublin (n = 60)

Alexandria (n = 50)

Total (n = 110)

5
3
7
23
2
2
7
5
12
12
5
3
1
10

0
5
8
19
7
3
5
3
14
9
2
0
2
12

5
8
15
42
9
5
12
8
26
21
7
3
3
22

Note: *Some drawings contain more than one theme

What the drawings tell us about the participants understanding of civic
engagement
The drawings reﬂect the learners’ personal understanding in answering the question “What
is civic engagement”? In addition, the learners provided written explanations of what their
drawings represent. This helped ensure that their intended message could be understood as
the images were analysed. This was an important addition to the data, as it is possible to
misinterpret/over-interpret drawings (Lewis and Lindsay, 2000). Our interaction with
images is never neutral, as viewers we bring our own experiences, interests and prejudices
to any interpretation (Hall, 2015).
In Table 1, we see the frequency with which each of the 14 themes that emerged were
present in the drawings and their accompanying explanations, for each of the classes and
overall. Table 1 illustrates the range of, and similarities between, the drawings in each
jurisdiction. Interestingly, the themes of “community involvement”, “social responsibility”
and “helping others” were the most represented by both groups. While voting, corporate
social responsibility (CSR), campaigning and voluntary work were least represented.
Interestingly, on the initial analysis of the images, voting, campaigning and discourse,
themes that would be associated with democracy, appeared in 13 of the Irish drawings while
only appearing twice in the Egyptian images.
While we gathered and analysed 110 drawings, we present below a sample for
illustrative purposes as per Wilson and Wilson (1987), Gernhardt et al. (2015) and Hall
(2015). This sample, three drawings from each of the classes, is representative of the ideas
emanating from the learners in Ireland and Egypt. The drawings show the learners’
attempts to answer “What is civic engagement”? In what we consider primarily a
“storytelling approach” (Hall, 2008); although some drawings exhibit detailing and might
incorporate elements of the “pattern and decoration approach”.
Using a sample of the participants’ drawings and seeing them as emblematic of the wider
pool, raises questions about the generalisability of ﬁndings (Dean, 2015), especially from
different countries. Each of the drawings presented below is followed by our description, the
written narrative provided by the learner as an explanation of their illustration and the
collective interpretation of the drawing by the class.

Irish learner drawings
Our description
Figure 1 shows a circle surrounded with six different words for the learner’s understanding
of civic engagement and arrows pointing in a clockwise direction. These arrows add a
narrative component to the image. There is no starting or endpoint to the image, but an
unambiguous direction of travel. The learner clearly understands that each of these areas of
activity (employees, shareholders, suppliers, environment, partners and society) are
interlinked and that all provide a cycle of activities that represent civic engagement. This is
the most sparsely populated of the images presented here. There is an element of pattern to
this image, an interest in the regularities in the environment (Gardner, 1980). In terms of
themes, the learner sees CSR as integral to civic engagement. From Table 1, this was the
only Irish drawing to touch upon CSR. This is not what we would necessarily have expected,
given that CSR is a central element in the degree all of these learners are undertaking and
that civic engagement is featuring as an increasingly important element within the ﬁeld of
CSR (Bennett, 2015). This is also one of the two drawings presented here without any ﬁgures
representing people in it.
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Learner’s narrative
Civic engagement involves constant interaction between all stakeholders of a particular area.
Collective interpretation
This drawing generated signiﬁcant interest in the class. Learners debated whether or not, all
six of the elements are equally important to the cycle of a business. Many expressed the
belief that “environment” and “society” should not be part of the cycle but would be better

Figure 1.
Irish learner drawing
Sample 1
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placed outside of it, where the business cycle would be shown to impact upon both the
environment and society.
Our description
Figure 2 incorporates signiﬁcant detail and depicts two ﬁgures protesting against water
charges. Following Ireland’s economic bailout by the international monetary fund, the
European Central Bank (ECB) and the European Commission, widely referred to as the
troika, in late 2010, successive governments attempted, in the face of national protests, to
introduce a general water use tax, despite citizens already paying for such provisions in
their taxation (Leonard, 2018). This drawing, with its narrative component, possesses a
storytelling element (Hall, 2008). For Gardner (1980) this is the work of a dramatist, someone
who is interested in depicting a story. The drawing shows both ﬁgures carrying placards
with anti-water charges words on them and the text above the protesters saying protests
=> communicate. This is an interesting element in the drawing, as it shows that the learner
considers protests to be a form of communication and this kind of communication
constitutes a form of civic engagement. Communication was one of the more represented
themes to emerge in the drawings from both countries as set out in Table 1. There is also a
slightly chaotic feel to this image and the two ﬁgures constitute what are referred to as
tadpole ﬁgures. That is a drawing of a head with two vertical lines attached to it, the legs,
without there being a trunk depicted (Freeman, 1980; Cox, 1993). It is an image very often
produced by very young children when drawing.
Learner’s narrative
A group of people coming together to share a particular message.
Collective interpretation: many learners disagreed with the drawing of political protests
constituting civic engagement. They insisted that political issues did not and should not,
form part of the civic engagement conversation between them. There was much
disagreement about this during the class discussion.
Our description
Figure 3, with its detailed hands, exists within the storytelling approach proposed by Hall
(2008). The drawing depicts joined hands with the words “for a better world” written

Figure 2.
Irish learner drawing
Sample 2
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Figure 3.
Irish learner drawing
Sample 3

beneath them. The image is aided by the use of text to communicate its message. It is
interesting that the joined hands are presented from the perspective of the observer, rising
from the bottom of the page, almost as if we are being invited to look upon these hands as
our own as the image draws us in. The idea that civic participation can create a better world,
as it is widely considered to be at the heart of a ﬂourishing democracy, is central to much of
the literature on civic engagement (Jones et al., 2007; Bonnet, 2017). The image suggests
people coming together to improve things. In Table 1, the message in this drawing comes
under the themes of working together/co-operation and making a difference. Collaboration is
a central element of our modern understandings of civic engagement (Hasegawa, 2010).
Learner’s narrative
Mutual agreement between different people. Interactions would impact a world in a
particular way. Meant to be a handshake on an agreement where we are going.
Collective interpretation
The class viewed the drawing of the hands as representing agreement and compromise.
Interestingly, there was a rich discussion about the importance of reaching agreement or
compromise, as part of all engagement activities, most especially in political engagement.
Some learners saw the handshake as a symbol of a positive outcome of civic engagement,
where true engagement leads to a compromise being reached.
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Figure 4.
Egyptian learner
drawing Sample 1

Egyptian learner drawings
Our description
Figure 4 depicts signiﬁcant detail, showing three different contexts for the learner’s
understanding of civic engagement. Again, this drawing ﬁts within the storytelling
approach, with its three-part narrative structure (Hall, 2008). The drawing starts with two
people sharing something or one handing something to the other. Next, we see a ﬁgure
talking to others through what looks like a screen. Finally, we see a ﬁgure watering plants.
The images dominate the central third of the page, creating a series of focal points to lead
our gaze around the drawing and providing places for the eye to pause and digest the
message being conveyed. This is the most populated of the images presented here, with
representations of human ﬁgures, containing seven in all. Brooks (2004) observes that the
quality of the drawing is its generative possibilities and this drawing shows a progressive
desire for societal improvement on the part of the learner. Here the themes of discourse,
communication and social responsibility are present. There is also a sense of order and
hierarchy to the image. From Table 1, we can see that this was only one of two Egyptian

drawings to touch on the topic of discourse. The image “is immediately holistic and
interactive in ways that writing is not” (Brooks, 2004, p. 49).
Learner’s narrative
 The ﬁrst drawing: is about engaging with the community by helping people, being
helpful is a good factor in growing the community and become well civilised.
 Engaging with the community by giving people advice about how to take care of
the community and become the best.
 Engaging with the community can be by being caring and saving the planet by
taking care of trees and streets to become better and live in a better community.

Collective interpretation
This drawing stimulated some lengthy discussion about the equal status of helping people
in the community, giving advice to the community so as to improve the life and conditions of
citizens and taking care of plants and the environment to preserve nature in the community.
Many learners agreed that the ﬁrst picture, depicting a person helping another, is an
important aspect of civic engagement. The second image, which shows someone giving
advice to others, initiated a lot of discussion around the importance of enabling citizens to
help themselves to effect greater change at a societal level. Finally, the third part of the
drawing, which depicts caring for plants to ensure a better community, saw a lot of
agreement. There was a consensus that everyone has a responsibility to protect the
environment.
Our description
In Figure 5, many people (ﬁve in total) are interacting, or conversing, with one another. We
recognise that the drawing has a very speciﬁc narrative for its creator, which reﬂects their
personal observations and perceptions (Malchiodi, 1998), and thus, falls into the storytelling
approach (Gardner, 1980; Hall, 2008). The layout of the drawing also suggests a sense of
disorder, people interacting variously, in comparison to the order and hierarchy of the
previous drawing. Interestingly, all participants are communicating in both directions,
depicting that each participant is listening and speaking in a manner that suggests equality.
This to and for stands in contrast also to Figure 1, with its clear arrows pointing in one
direction only. This drawing enables it, creator, to communicate their “funds of knowledge”
on civic engagement through the image they create (Moll et al., 1992). In Table 1, this image
comes under the themes of discourse and communication. Participation in society is
constructed primarily in terms of discourse and in a democratic society in terms of
deliberative discourse (Locklin and Posman, 2017).
Learner’s narrative
We are all in society and all people have a mission to another person and we should apply
social responsibility to improve our society.
Collective interpretation
The class viewed this drawing as depicting everyone’s responsibility to improve themselves
and others. The discussion in class revolved around individual responsibility to be the best
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Figure 5.
Egyptian student
drawing Sample 2

person you can be and then to develop that in others so we can all be the best we can be. By
achieving this, we are accepting our civic responsibility to be active and engaged citizens.
Our description
Figure 6 incorporates signiﬁcant detail and ﬁts within Hall’s (2008) storytelling approach.
The drawing depicts a ﬁgure at the centre of the world and the word community above this,
with joined hands positioned beneath the globe. Civic engagement is “a broad set of
behaviours that link individuals together in their community and serve to enhance
community life” (Pancer, 2015, p. 20). The ﬁgure here is drawn much more elaborately than
any of the other ﬁgures in the other drawings presented, those being mostly tadpole ﬁgures
or stick ﬁgures. This is the second image, after Figure 3, to display joined hands, though
these hands are presented sideways on. There is clearly an element of drawing as a visual
language emerging here (Golomb, 1992). It depicts joint responsibility at a global level for
civic engagement and our connectedness to each other and to the whole world. The themes
represented here are to do with one’s role in society and one’s social responsibility, as set out
in Table 1.
Learner’s narrative
I tried to draw the community, which is the whole world and I’m in that world or community
I’m a part of this community involved in it [sic]. Another drawing, which is two hands are
connected to each other. One is me and the other is the community, which shows that we
must be connected to each other in every single thing.
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Figure 6.
Egyptian student
drawing Sample 3

Collective interpretation
This drawing stimulated signiﬁcant discussion in class. There was general agreement that
the community can be a small group of learners in a university, a family, a neighbourhood, a
city, a country, a region or the whole world. In this picture, the learner drew the whole world
and themselves at the centre. By depicting themselves at the centre of the world, the learner
shows their own central role in ensuring all engagement is focussed on making the world a
better place. The next part of the drawing depicts joined hands, which signiﬁes the
importance of being connected to each other in everything we do. The learners generally
agreed that civic engagement requires active participation, agreement and compromise in
moving ideas and actions onwards.
What the sampled themes and their in-class discussions told us
Being business students, it is not surprising that CSR (Figure 1) was mentioned as a form of
civic engagement. What was surprising was that it appeared so few times in the drawings
(Table 1). During the in-class discussion, CSR drew a lot of attention, as it is an issue that
the learners are familiar with. Communication between citizens and their government
(Figures 2, 4 and 5) and discourse between each other (Figures 4 and 5) was seen as a form of
civic engagement. The learners in the in-class discussion felt that communications and
discourse were central to civic engagement, which is interesting in that communications
appeared in 21 drawings while discourse only appeared in 7 (Table 1). However, somewhat
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contradictory, there was disagreement among the Irish learners as to whether political
protests constituted civic engagement. Working together/cooperation and helping others
(Figures 3 and 4) were regarded as important aspects of civic engagement and appeared in
26 drawings (Table 1). The topic of social responsibility (Figures 4 and 6) came up a lot in
the discussion, with almost universal agreement that preserving the environment is central
to civic engagement, social responsibility appeared in 22 drawings (Table 1). As Hall (2015)
found with children’s drawings, the drawings cannot be fully understood as presented on
paper, as their creators sometimes mentioned additional elements or objects, in their
narratives that lay outside of the actual images they produced.
Although often basic and superﬁcial, when we pressed the learners in their interpretation
of their drawings during the in-class discussion, they began to recognize and query their
own and others’, conjectures. There is a narrative journey taken in discussing the drawings,
where the drawings constitute a narrative springboard (Wright, 2007). Examining
drawings, through discursive interaction, highlights the complexity and creates the
possibility of richer thinking and expression (Davison, McLean and Warren, 2012, p. 8),
“where students can challenge prevailing assumptions” (Smith, 2003, p. 21). “By facilitating
and holding a safe, listening space, the researcher enables the participant(s) to story, narrate
or dialogue with the image(s), thus allowing layers of meanings and signiﬁcance to emerge”
(Leitch, 2008, p. 54). Our approach of image production, followed by guided group
discussion, can promote reﬂexive engagement to produce varied viewpoints as we ensure
that all voices are heard and not just those who dominate classroom discussion, thus
enabling their multiple voices to be better represented/performed through the technique of
“native image-making” (Warren, 2005, p. 861). In allowing learners convey visually what
can be challenging to verbalise, drawings permit us to participate in a dialectical interaction
wherein we can complicate their understanding and develop their aptitude for critical selfreﬂection. Thus, freehand drawing helps to empower and emancipate students whose
unique insights might otherwise be silenced or hidden.
After the exercise, some learners discovered that they had a good basic appreciation of
civic engagement. However, many still could not understand the signiﬁcance of civic
engagement. Clearly, learners had an interpretation of what civic engagement means but
struggled when trying to contextualise that meaning into everyday social and civic
experience, particularly at the level of individual responsibility. Nevertheless, they
recognised that by cooperating in critically examining each other’s drawings, they were able
to identify aspects of, and nuances in, their understanding.
Pedagogical and policy implications
There are numerous ways in which the higher education curriculum in Ireland has provided
learners with opportunities for their moral and civic development. Service-learning and
learning in the community have provided some of these learning opportunities. This is in
contrast to Egypt, where community links are still in the early stages of development for
HEIs. However, since 2011, Egypt has experienced rapid growth in university/community
engagement projects (Garcia, Cook and View, 2017).
Freehand drawing, in encouraging learners to reﬂect critically, contributes to developing
the kind of engaged citizenry vital for a ﬂourishing democracy. The approach also
surmounts the long-term bias in instructional pedagogies towards oversimpliﬁcation
(Dehler et al., 2004, p. 168) and the favouring of propositional knowledge (Heron and Reason,
1997), as it allows learners to appreciate that there are many ways to comprehend, contest
and analyse issues. The use of freehand drawing is intended to address the calls by
Bartunek et al. (1983) for “developing complicated understanding” and by Dehler et al. (2004)

for “creating richer complexities” in critical thinking that serve to question what is presented
as “the one true way” (Stepanovich, 2009, p. 726).
The principles of best practice for a pedagogy of civic engagement include active
learning, learning as a social process, contextual knowledge, reﬂexive practice and the
ability to represent an idea in a variety of contexts (Welch, 2007). The traditional approach is
classroom-based lectures and focussed upon the development of personally responsible
citizens, while the alternative is a service-learning model emphasising a justice-oriented
conception of citizenship (DeLaet, 2015). In this respect, the use of images possesses great
value, as they have the potential to economically encode signiﬁcant quantities of complex
information (Ridley and Rogers, 2010). In seeking to create a space for nuance and
ambiguity in the classroom using drawings, we complicate learners’ understanding through
moving away from certainty towards an acceptance of ambiguity and paradox, complexity
rather than simplicity (Zohar, 1997).
Conclusion
Using freehand drawing to promote a dialectical exchange with learners about civic
engagement – to cultivate their capacity for critical self-reﬂection – allows them to put into
visuals a level of comprehension, that is, sometimes difﬁcult to articulate verbally. The
presentation of information visually can enable learners to access unrecognised insights and
make sense of complex issues by using a whole-brain approach. Learners, using the higherorder thinking integral to visualisation, can deﬁne their knowledge of a topic that is
universally understandable and rich in content.
That the learners discuss the drawings as a group, in which every voice is heard,
encourages interpretations from multiple perspectives and gives learners and professors an
opportunity to challenge theories, presumptions and beliefs. This approach can raise
questions about what is being viewed and aids reﬂection on the wider context. The objective
of such critical pedagogies should be to produce questioning citizens capable of selfreﬂection and willing to question widely held beliefs.
Our aim in using this approach, with ﬁnal year degree learners from different countries,
but pursuing the same degree, was to compare and contrast their understanding of civic
engagement. All of their drawings were initially examined quantitatively before a sample of
six were presented.
An element of national difference was evident under the headings of campaigning,
discourse and voting in Table 1. In total, 13 Irish drawings contained these themes, whereas
only 2 Egyptian drawings did. This is not that surprising given the very different
democratic histories of both countries. We found that all of the drawings (n = 110) were
similar in using a narrative approach. However, we are story-telling animals that like
familiar patterns/narratives that we can easily understand (Shermer, 2002). Five of the six
drawings examined in detail involved communication and/or a cyclical approach to
understanding civic engagement. All of the learners understood that civic engagement
involves other people and the need to co-operate.
Many implications can be identiﬁed from this study. Describing civic engagement
pictorially forced participants to think about what the essence of civic engagement was for
them. The 110 images produced, their themes compiled in Table 1 and the sampled six
drawings discussed in detail, all show that the learners possessed a signiﬁcant amount of
knowledge and understanding of civic engagement. With Waltz (1979) deﬁning theory as a
picture that is mentally formed of a bounded realm, the learners were, through their
drawings, creating their own theories of civic engagement. By both producing and
observing their own drawings the learners were positioned in a way they were
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unaccustomed to in the classroom – as creators of and critically reﬂecting on knowledge.
This study shows how a collaborative learning experience, rather than a competitive
comparison of performance, facilitates learners readily demonstrating their level of
understanding and appreciation for civic engagement.
Note
1. https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2017
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